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Introduction 
Indian society, from ancient times has been very malleable and open to 
outside influences. It has willingly accepted the influences from outside 
and made adjustments and readjustments at different times. Although the 
structural changes have occurred many times ―there was seldom a 
functional loss or variation in the traditional order of the society.‖ It is 
only during the past decades that ―the social change on Indian scene has 
started touching the functional part though in a limited way‖ (Sinha 
1978:11). 
The most significant social change in India was marked in the 
beginning of the twentieth century when Western education, 
secularization, emancipation of women, urbanization and 
Industrialization began to cast its spell on Indian society. The migration 
of families in search of employment and better life from rural to the 
industrial areas and cities led to a structural change in the society: the 
traditional joint family system got metamorphosed into nuclear families; 
rise in materialism and erosion of traditional values; cut throat 
competition in economic sphere; rise in the illicit sex- contacts, divorce 
and pre- and extra-marital sexual relations became a routine affair. 
The technological advancement, globalisation, liberalisation of 
economy and onslaughts on traditional culture led to the emergence of an 
elite class which has now become the crucial component of the modern 
India. This Urban elite in India ―emphasises the ‗secular‘ (modern), non-
traditional (contemporary), liberated (westernised) and ‗trendy‘ aspect of 
everyday life‖ (Thapan 2007: 31). Although this Urban elite group 
embraces all that is ―modern in the world today, and this includes a view 
of the Indian woman, which transcends the earlier place of women in the 
domestic world‖ (Thapan 2007: 31), yet it could not completely divorce 
itself from the traditional cultural background and its values. People live 
―more in a duality of strains of tradition and modernity. Sometimes there 
seems to ensue a conflict between tradition and modernity, sometimes 
there is an imbalance between the two‖ (Sinha 1978:171). These 
conflicting strains have given rise to an ambivalent identity especially of 
women, who, on the one hand, have imbibed the traditional values which 
include an emphasis on female submissiveness, and particular social roles 
to be played by them and on the other hand, are drawn towards the new 
images and representations of women inspired by modern western values 
of liberty, free choice and autonomy. Meenakshi Thapan rightly observes: 
Womanhood in contemporary India is a complex construct, and 
ambivalent experience, located as it is in the contradictions, cleavages 
and dilemmas that beset the social and public domains as well as in the 
complexities of everyday life.  
(Thapan  2009:18) 
Indian women novelists in English like Manju Kapur, Shashi 
Deshpande, Kamala Markandaya, Gita Hariharan and Shobha De portray 
this complex, dual and ambivalent identity of women engendered by a 
clash of tradition and modernity in their women characters. Their works 
no longer represent woman as a mute sufferer and upholder of traditional 
values but an individual who fights hard to free herself from the cages of 
conservative society. 
Shobha De, one of the most widely read contemporary and 
commercially successful novelists of Indian Writing in English, has 
already published seven novels: Her first novel, Socialite Evenings 
appeared in 1988, Starry Nights in 1990, Sisters and Strange Obsession in 
1992, Sultry Days in 1994, Snapshots in 1995 and Second thoughts in 
1996. Besides these novels there are two books of non-fiction Surviving 
Men (1998) and Speed Post (1999) and an autobiography Selective 
Memory: Stories from my life (1998). Her fictional oeuvre has now been 
introduced in the curriculum of the University of London, Australia and 
in the University of Bombay. 
Perhaps no other woman writer has evoked such a critical response 
as Shobha De for her creative output. Her fiction has been termed by 
some critics as soft porn, ―bodice ripper‖ (quoted in Kumar 2000: 187) 
and ―filthy, semi-literate, semi-autobiographical airport- slush novelette‖ 
(quoted in Dwyer 1998:118). The erotic content of her novels has come 
under fire as it could mean women talking about being bored with their 
husbands sexually, mentally and spiritually and breaking up families 
which goes against the basic tenets of Indian ethos. Yet there are some 
critics who consider her as a radical feminist and innovative novelist and 
point out that the ―inappropriate criticism surrounding these books is due 
to the fact that De has introduced a new form of writing in [Indian] 
English‖ (Dwyer 1998: 117). On examining her novels closely, it appears 
that Shobha De is bold, uninhibited and untraditional in writing about 
women‘s experiences as has also been pointed out by a learned critic, 
Anita Myles. It is probably because of this frank expression and bold 
language that she has been dubbed as a porn writer. 
Shobha De, infact, focuses her artistic camera on the various 
aspects of modern Indian society: moral and spiritual bankruptcy, 
hypocrisy, degenerated values, rat-race for wealth and glamour, 
indiscriminate sex and sexual perversion. Being the product of a 
particular socio-cultural environment, she portrays the world as she sees 
it and not as it should be. Her fictional world, which is invariably 
inhabited by women, is ―not located in some fantasy worlds or times; 
[we] can catch their glimpses in the people living around [us]‖ (Vats 
2010: Viii). Without adopting a feminist posture, Shobha De in almost all 
her novels from Socialite Evenings (1989) to Second Thoughts (1996) 
attempts to explore and represent the struggle  and anguish of the urban 
elite women as they are caught in the mesh of tradition and modernity, 
between patriarchy and the desire for autonomy. Being aware of their 
rights, they strive for self-actualization by raising their voice against the 
stifling socio-cultural environment. Her female characters juggle 
dexterously with these conflicting ideological pulls but the feeling of 
rebellion to validate the self is stifled by the society. Thus all the 
characters of her novels (except Karuna and Swati) eventually settle 
down with an attitude of compromise. Mohini Giri, former chairperson of 
the National Commission for Women states: 
The bitter experience of the National Commission for Women, 
especially in the last five to six years, has been that whenever a woman 
wanted to break her silence and speak out, she has been brutally 
silenced. 
(Giri 1998:4) 
There is only one full length critical work— Shobha De: A critical 
Response by Naresh K. Vats— available on Shobha De‘s fiction along 
with some research papers that have appeared in many collection of 
articles and essays on Indian writers in English. These include ― Against 
Marginalization of Indian Woman: A Feminist Reading of Socialite 
Evenings‖ by Soumyajit Samanta, ―Over-(W)ri(d)ing Body: Shobha De‘s 
Novels‖ by Alladi Uma,  ―Artist as a Vamp: A Feminist Approach to 
Shobha De‘s Starry Nights‖ by Sudhir Kumar, Urbashi Barat‘s ―From 
Victim to Non-Victim: Socialite Evenings as a Version of 
Kunstlerroman‖,  Pushp Lata‘s ―A Protest Among the Patriarchal in 
Shobha De‘s Works,―The Enigma of Feminist Existentialism in Shobha 
De‘s Snapshots‖ by Anita Myles, ―Shobha De Vatsyayani‖ by A. G. 
Khan and Nisha Trivedi‘s ―Search for Identity in Starry Nights‖ etc. 
These essays have presented her as a feminist, a dissenting voice and a 
princess of porn. 
Read with an unbiased mindset, Shobha De‘s novels appear as 
representations of the changed reality of the lives of urban woman as a 
result of changes brought about by urbanization, liberal economy, 
feminist movements and concourse of ideas among people by means of 
media. Accordingly, her women protagonists are caught between 
traditional values as well as hypocrisy and the free thinking and unbridled 
sexual freedom inspired by modernity. Hence they are neither the 
specimen of woman fighters for dignity and liberty nor the bruised and 
battered women of oppressive patriarchal structures. So far no study of 
Shobha De‘s novels has focused attention on this all-pervasive feature of 
her fiction. There is need to re-orient critical scholarship on her fiction 
along these lines, not only to rescue her fiction from undue and 
unwarranted criticism but to place her in the tradition of realistic mode in 
Indian novel in English. 
The present study aims at analyzing Shobha De‘s three novels 
Socialite Evenings, Starry Nights and Snapshots from the realistic 
perspective with a view to showing how she is reflecting and representing 
the changed social reality of the lives of upper class women in 
metropolitan India. In these novels the majority of her characters, in the 
initial stage, assert their feminine identity through protest and defiance 
but eventually end up accepting and embracing the traditional values of 
patriarchal society. Therefore, the conflict in her protagonists between 
traditional pull and desire for female autonomy frustrates the quest for 
wholeness and integrated selfhood. There will be exclusive focus on this 
dilemma of her characters without attributing it to the novelist herself.The 
present study, therefore, aims at an exploration of Shobha De‘s three 
novels, Socialite Evenings, Starry Nights and Snapshots from this 
perspective. The dissertation is accordingly divided into three chapters 
followed by a conclusion. 
The first chapter Shobha De and the Tradition of Indian Women 
Novelists begins with a synoptic view of the developmental stages of 
Indian novel in English and then goes on to attempt an overview of the 
history of women writers in English with a view to placing Shobha De in 
the tradition of Indian women novelists in English. 
The second chapter Socialite Evenings: An Autobiography? 
critically examines Shobha De‘s Socialite Evenings as an autobiography 
to determine whether it can be subsumed in the genre of autobiography or 
autobiographical fiction.  The chapter also traces the development of how 
women writers in India have exploited this genre to give voice to their 
experiences and feelings. Besides, the chapter also focuses on how the 
protagonist struggles hard against the traditional set-up to achieve 
selfhood. 
The third chapter Split Characters: A Psychoanalytic Study of 
Starry Nights and Snapshots which expounds the central thesis of this 
project, explores how the female characters who are caught up in the 
quagmire of conflict between Tradition and Modernity, strive hard to free 
themselves from the clutches of patriarchy but are thwarted in their 
onward march by the oppressive and restrictive chains of patriarchal 
tradition. 
The Conclusion, while summing up the important findings of the 
thesis, reiterates that Shobha De without taking a feminist stance, 
realistically portrays the life of urban Indian woman who are caught in 
the mesh of tradition and modernity.  
Chapter-I 
Shobha De and the Tradition of Indian Women Novelists 
Indian novel in English has acquired a prestigious place not only in India 
but across the globe. With the advent of writers like Salman Rushdie, 
Amitav Ghosh and Vikram Seth the skepticism hovering over the 
authenticity and originality of Indian novel in English came to an end. 
The horizons of the genre ever expanding; imbibing the contemporary 
trends in literary theory; the prestige of Indian novel in English at home 
and across the globe sufficiently establishes the theory that the genre has 
not only lived up to absorb and portray the immediate Indian reality but 
also responded well to the theorizing on the novel across the globe. 
The foundation of Indian novel in English was laid with Bankim 
Chandra Chatterjee‘s outstanding feat Rajmohan’s Wife (1864). It was 
followed by host of other novels like Raj Laksmi Devi‘s The Hindu Wife 
(1865), Sochee Chundra Dutt‘s The Young Zamindar (1885) and S. K. 
Mitra‘s Hindupur (1907). In this early phase most of these novels were 
imitative and immature in nature, having for us ―no more than an 
antiquarian or historical interest‖ (Iyengar 1983:315). 
The great flowering of Indian novel in English began in 1930s 
when the three novelists often referred to as ‗The Big Three‘--- Mulk Raj 
Anand, R.K. Narayan and Raja Rao--- published their first novels and 
changed the course of Indian novel in English. They used their own 
variant of English language ―freed of the foggy taste of Britain and 
transferred to a wholly new setting of brilliant light and brutal 
heat.‖(Walsh 1990:62) These novelists injected heavy doses of realism 
into their fiction and portrayed the contemporary social and political 
issues in strikingly different manner: Narayan through the comic-satirist 
recording of everyday life; Anand through social idealist‘s vision of Marx 
and Rao through philosopher‘s musings on Indian culture. 
After independence as the socio-political-economic matrix of India 
underwent a change, the novelists began to reflect the changing pulse of 
the nation. A fresh crop of novelists like Bhabani Bhattachraya, Manohar 
Malgonkar, Nayantara Sahgal, Kamala Markandaya and Khushwant 
Singh continued to nourish the tradition of social realism by probing 
more deeply and comprehensively into the social, political, economic and 
cultural milieu of the contemporary period. Indian English novelists of 
1960s and 1970s like Anita Desai and Arun Joshi shifted their focus from 
socio-political and economic concerns to the exploration of individual‘s 
interior world. To articulate the psychological realities they experimented 
with form and technique and took recourse to stream of consciousness 
technique, interior monologue and prolepses and analepses. 
Indian novel in English touched the new horizons after 1980s when 
some promising novelists like Salman Rushdie, Vikram Seth, Shashi 
Tharoor, Upmanyu Chatterjee, Arundhati Roy, Amitav Ghosh and 
Rohinton Mistry arrived on the literary firmament and signalled a new 
trend by introducing new themes and techniques. The thematic canvass of 
these novelists is ―as vast as the subcontinent‖ (quoted in Pathak 
1999:13). It ranges from mythology and history to diasporic experience, 
feminism, self-reflexivity and other post-modern techniques. These 
novelists, with cosmopolitan outlook, took recourse to magic realism, 
fractured structure and subverted the grand narratives of the old 
generation. 
II 
Women novelists have made a significant contribution to the 
contemporary Indian writing in English. They have, in a number of ways, 
not only surpassed their male counterparts but also maintained a high 
standard of literary writing applauded not only by Indians but overseas 
readers as well. Not only did they experiment with the form of  the novel 
to carry the burden of their peculiar experiences but also succeeded in 
making the genre a viable medium to cry out their agonies. It became a 
potent means in their hands to analyze, interrogate and highlight the 
current problems in their society.  
The history of Indian English fiction by Indian women novelists 
dates back to the last quarter of the nineteenth century when a host of 
women novelists appeared on the literary scene and exploited the genre of 
fiction technically and thematically to put across their point of view in a 
more potent and powerful way. The move was not only artistic or 
technical but political and ideological as well, since it tried to encompass 
within its ambit all those crucial issues that had hitherto been partially or 
fully glossed over by male writers. 
The first Indian women novelist who ventured into the fictional 
world with her novel Bianca or The Young Spanish Maiden (1878) is 
Toru Dutt. The other valuable novels of this period are Raj Lakshmi 
Debi‘s The Hindu Wife, or The Enchanted Fruit (1876), Mrs. Krupabai 
Satthianadhan Kamala, A Study of Hindu Life (1895) and Saguna, A Story 
of Native Christian Life (1895), Shevantibai Nikambe‘s ASketch of a 
Bombay High Caste Hindu Wife (1896) and H. Kaveribai‘s Meenakshi’s 
Memoirs (1937). However, after these beginnings there was a lull almost 
till India got independence from the clutches of British imperialism. After 
independence a grand, opulent and convincing crop of women novelists 
germinates in the terra firma of Indian fiction in English who 
unquestionably enriched this genre with their creative output. The notable 
among them are Ruth Prawar Jhabvala, Shashi Deshpande, Kamala 
Markandaya, Nayantara Sahgal, Anita Desai, Bharati Mukherjee, Nargis 
Dalal and Kamala Das. Whereas Kamala Marakandya, Ruth Prawer 
Jhabvala and Nayantara Sahgal reflected the socio-political world, Anita 
Desai probed deeper into the psyche with the help of new techniques. 
This spurt in women‘s fiction since then has grown tremendously. 
Kamala Markandaya, one of the most outstanding Indian women 
novelists in English started writing soon after India got freedom from the 
British yoke and established her fame with the publication of her first 
novel Nectar in a Sieve in 1954. Her other novels that earned popularity 
all over India and abroad are: Some Inner Fury (1956), A Silence of 
Desire (1960), Possession (1963), A Handful of Rice (1966), The Coffer 
Dams (1969), The Nowhere Man (1972), Two Virgins (1973), The Golden 
Honeycomb (1977) and Pleasure city (1982). In her fictional oeuvre, she 
portrays a realistic picture of society which was deeply mired in poverty, 
hunger, starvation and problems arising from communal disturbances and 
above all East-West encounter. The evils associated with industrialization 
and urbanization and their impact on human life in general and rural life 
in particular also find ample space in her novels. Her preoccupation with 
a large variety of themes – hunger and degradation, rootlessness, human 
relationship, East-West encounter, politics and fatalism – with a sense to 
perform a writer‘s duty, tempts Anil k. Bhatnagar to render his praise in 
the following comment: 
Kamala Markandya‘s themes have been presented with a rare realistic 
touch. Whether it is Hunger and Degradaion or the East-West encounter, 
the natural feelings of hunger and starvation and the real feelings of East 
towards the West and vice versa have been boldly depicted with an 
indelible mark on readers conscience. 
(Kumar 1995:119) 
No doubt these themes had already been explored by the novelists 
like R.K. Narayan, Bhabhani Bhattachaya, Raja Rao and Mulk Raj Anand 
but Kamala Markandya infused a new life into these already explored 
themes. Despite her concern with a wide range of themes, she is not blind 
to one of the seminal historical reality – East-West encounter that has far 
reaching consequences on the socio-political history of the Third world 
countries. The most obsessive concern of Kamala Markandaya that looms 
large in all her novels, needless to say, is the East-West encounter. 
Analyzing the theme of East-West encounter from multiple 
standpoints–social, political, cultural and ideological – Kamala 
Markandya presents like a neutral and detached observer both the 
weaknesses and strengths of the two cultures.  
The theme of conflict between the two cultures (East and West) 
emerges as a major preoccupation of Kamala Markandya in her very first 
fictional work Nectar in a Sieve (1954). In this novel Markandaya ―brings 
out the opposite view-points of the simple and fatalist creatures of the 
soil, who endure their miseries with calm resignation and the enlightened 
Englishman who has been nourished on noble ideals of liberalism and has 
no patience with the passivity of the starving and suffering villagers for 
the amelioration of whose miseries he worked indefatigably‖ (Raizada 
1984:38). The West is represented by Dr. Kenny whereas the East is 
represented by Nathan and Rukmani. Dr. Kenny is an English social 
worker who wants to mitigate the sufferings of the poor and destitute 
people of India. His relation with India vacillates between love and 
disgust: on the one hand he loves the people of India but on the other 
hand he feels disgusted with their spirit of passive acceptance of life, 
fatalism, resignation to social injustices and grinding oppression and mute 
modesty. The cultural void between the East and the West gets reflected 
through the conversation of Dr. Kenny and Rukmani about various day-
to-day aspects of rural life. For instance, when Rukmani feels contented 
with a little rice and expresses her hope for better time, Dr. Kenny scolds 
her for passive acceptance. He says to her angrily: 
Times are better, times are better. Times will not be better for many 
months. Meanwhile you will suffer and die. You meek suffering fools 
why do you keep this ghastly silence? Why do you not demand-cry out 
for help-do something? There is nothing in this country, oh God, there is 
nothing.  
(Markandaya 1973: 43-44) 
Thus, when Kamala Markandya points out that the people of the 
East are passive and submissive whereas the people of the West are active 
and conscious of their rights, a glaring contrast comes to light between 
the Eastern and Western cultural values. 
In Some Inner Fury, the cultural clashes of the Eastern and the 
Western modes of life are seen taking up several aspects. This political 
novel captures the straining relationship between the Indians and the 
Britishers in the wake of Quit India Movement. Through her characters, 
Markandaya reveals three distinct attitudes—fundamentalist, Anglicised 
and broader international outlook of life— towards the West. The 
fundamentalists like Govind were completely averse to the British ways 
of life and deeply hostile to British rule in India. They stuck blindly to the 
old Indian traditions and values. The other group, the angilicised one, find 
nothing valuable in their culture and adopt the Western ways in their life 
unabashedly. Kit belongs to this class of people. The third category of 
people who have developed broader international outlook of life, sought 
inspiration from the liberal and democratic values of British people. They 
are deeply rooted in the soil and are concerned about the freedom of their 
country. Mira and Roshan belong to this class. 
 A Silence of Desire depicts the conflict between the Indian 
Spiritual faith and the Western modernism. This conflict is seen between 
the husband, Dandekar and the wife Sarojini. Being the product of the 
two different evolutions of thought, Dandekar with his western attitude of 
life is set against the spiritual minded Sarojini. 
Anita Desai, undoubtedly one of the most distinguished 
contemporary Indian English novelists, appeared on the literary scene in 
1960s and ―added a new dimension to the achievement of Indian Women 
writers in English fiction‖ (Iyengar 1983:464). Her novels include Cry, 
The Peacock (1963), Voices in the City (1965), Where Shall We Go this 
Summer (1975), Fire on the Mountain (1977), Clear Light of Day (1980), 
In Custody (1984), Fasting, Feasting (1999), and The Zig Zag way 
(2004). She changed the course of the Indian English stream which was 
running on the socio-political and economic plane and delved deep into 
the dark, fathomless recesses of human mind. In her novels ―the inner 
climate, the climate of sensibility that clears or rumbles like thunder or 
suddenly blazes forth like lightning, is more compelling than the outer 
weather, the physical geography or the visible action. Her forte, in other 
words, is the exploration of sensibility – the particular kind of modern 
sensibility…‖ (Iyengar 1983:464). While in Ruth Prawer Jhabvala‘s work 
social background is more important than the characters and in kamala 
Markandaya focus is as much on the principal characters as on the diverse 
backgrounds – social, political, cultural, economic etc. Quoting Anita 
Desai, Chakranarayan states that it is the exploration of sensibility, the 
inner workings of mind that assume the most important place: 
Writing is to me a process of discovering truth – the truth that is nine-
tenth‘s of the iceberg that is submerged beneath the one-tenth visible 
portion we call Reality. Writing is my way of plunging to the depths and 
exploring this underlying truth.  
(Chakranarayan  2000: 83). 
Anita Desai makes the human relationships, particularly man-
woman relationship, central to her main artistic concerns. Though this 
theme has been treated by several other Indian writers like Kamala Das, 
Nargis Dalal and Nayantara Sahgal, but in Desai this theme is governed 
by existential overtones. Anita Desai made her appearance on literary 
horizon with her maiden novel Cry, The Peacock. This novel is 
concerned with the dissonance and disharmony that disrupts the marital 
relationship between Maya and Gautama. The innermost psyche of the 
protagonist, Maya, has been revealed to us through her relationship with 
Gautama. Maya marries Gautama, which was more or less a marriage of 
convenience. Gautama was friend of Maya‘s father as she says ―our 
marriage was grounded upon the friendship of the two men, and the 
mutual respect in which they held each other, rather than anything else‖ 
(Desai 2005:39). They have strained relationship because they ―belonged 
to separate worlds‖ (Desai 2005:88). Maya is sensitive, emotional and 
dreamy while Gautama is rational, realistic and insensitive. Maya cries 
for her husband‘s love and companionship but he takes no interest in the 
things which interest her. She becomes insane and feels that Gautama‘s 
presence or absence is one and the same thing to her. So in a fit of frenzy 
she kills Gautama and then kills herself. 
In Voices in the City, Anita Desai again dramatizes the conflict 
between two opposite temperaments. Monisha feels claustrophobic in her 
in-laws home. There is no understanding between her and husband 
Nirode. She feels lonely, lost and trapped. While pondering over her life, 
she realizes that there are only two options left for her, either to lead a 
meaningless life or to commit suicide. And eventually this meaningless 
existence compels her to commit suicide. 
In Where Shall I Go This summer, she re-enacts the drama of 
Gautama- Maya and Monisha- Nirode. Sita, the protagonist is a middle 
aged sensitive woman who is alienated from her husband and her 
children. Though she tries to vanquish her boredom and get rid of middle 
class hypocrisy yet eventually realizes that the shackles that bind her are 
too strong to be broken. 
Nayantara Sahgal, daughter of Mrs. Vijayalakshmi pandita and 
niece of Jawahar Lal Nehru, is another luminary among the galaxy of 
Indian women novelists in English. Having first-hand knowledge of 
politics and political figures in India, she enriched the genre of political 
fiction. She came on the literary scene soon after the independence and 
set her novels in the socio-political background of the country. Her 
thematic canvas like kamala Markandya‘s is very large which includes 
man‘s quest for identity, East-West encounter, man-woman relationship 
etc. However her forte lies in politics. All her novels are set against the 
backdrop of major political events. In her novels she makes use of the 
contemporary political events of India. While commenting upon her 
fictional oeuvre she says: 
Politics was, of course, my background, and my environment, and it 
became my natural material. I grew up at a time when literature and 
politics went hand in hand, and helped to illumine and interpret each 
other. 
(Sahgal 2006:244) 
Her novels include A Time to Be Happy (1958), This Time of 
Morning (1966), Storm in Chandigarh (1969), The Day in Shadow 
(1975), A Situation in New Delhi (1977), Rich Like Us (1986), Plans for 
Departure (1986) and Mistaken Identity (1989). In all these novels she 
―has captured the political scene from the 40s to the 70s with an uncanny 
understanding of the undercurrents, of the processes at work and of the 
men and women who have been at the helm of affairs‖ (Jain 2004:117). 
This Time of Morning (1965) is a political novel and ―can certainly 
claim to be one of the best political novels written by an Indian in 
English‖ ( Iyengar 1983: 473). It beautifully exposes what happens in the 
corridors of politicians and administrators when power changes hands in 
1947. Some of the characters are symbolically portrayed so that they can 
be equated with the contemporary politicians. K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar in 
this perspective writes: ―As one reads the novel, and recapitulates the 
political events in India in the last years of Nehru‘s prime ministership, 
one cannot resist the temptation to equate some of the characters in the 
novel with historical figures‖ (Iyengar 1983:473). 
Her novel, Storm in Chandigarh (1969) deals with the ruinous and 
dreaded territorial bifurcation of states on the linguistic basis. Following 
the linguistic bifurcation of the post-partitioned Punjab, Chandigarh 
remains with the centre though it has become the capital of both the 
states—Punjab and Haryana. This partition intensifies the quarrel over 
boundaries, water and electricity and makes them indulge in violence that 
envelops the entire nation. In this novel Nayantara Sahgal, drawing upon 
her knowledge of what happens in the corridors of power, artistically 
paints the most comprehensive picture of political decay that enveloped 
the free India in the sixties. The two chief ministers – Harpal Singh of 
Haryana and Gyan Singh of Punjab – who represent two political forces 
diametrically opposite in their approaches and ideologies have been 
juxtaposed to present the working of power schemes in political 
corridors.  
A Situation in New Delhi (1977) Sahgal portrays the political 
scenario after the end of Nehru period. In this novel she shows that 
politicians have given up all moral values and the frustrated youth are 
turning to Naxalism. 
In the galaxy of Indian women novelists in English, Shashi 
Deshpande shines luminously. The corpus of her fiction which include 
The Dark Holds No Terrors (1980), The Binding Vine (1982), Come Up 
and be Dead (1983), Roots and Shadows (1983) That Long Silence(1988) 
and A Matter of Time (1996) is pre-eminently spun round the struggle of 
middle-class educated women to realize their position and place in a 
patriarchal society.  She states: 
Yes, I did and I do write about women. Most of my writing comes out of 
my own intense and long suppressed feelings about what it is to be a 
woman in our society, it comes out of the experience of the difficulty of 
playing the different roles enjoined on me by society, it comes out of the 
knowledge that I am something more and something different from the 
sum total of these roles. My writing comes out of my consciousness of 
the conflict between my idea of myself as a human being and the idea 
that society has of me as a woman, All this makes my writing clearly 
women‘s writing. 
(Deshpande 1998: 9) 
That Long Silence explores the quest of its protagonist Jaya 
―towards a well-defined self-hood [which] is mired in the labyrinthine 
mazes of societal pressures, feminine conditioning to fashion oneself 
according to the accepted traditional norms of behavior, suppressive and 
egotistic male chauvinism and the continued dilemma of attaching 
purpose to her life, culminating in a long silence‖ (Gaur 2003:69). Jaya, 
in her new residence gets time to reflect on her identity of being a 
woman. She accepts everything mutely, behaves passively to her husband 
Mohan, who ―had taken for granted [her] acquiescence in the plan‖ and 
―so had [she]‖ (Deshpande 1989:11). After seventeen years of silence, 
she realizes that she has nothing to do with the mythical women like 
‗Sita‘ and ‗Savitri‘ and therefore decides to assert herself as an individual, 
as a woman.  
The Dark Hold No Terrors is a story about a doctor Sarita, who is 
being brutally treated by her husband. In her father‘s home she reviews 
her present circumstances— her identity as a working wife and mother 
and the immediate crises, the marital rape. At the end she decides to see 
her husband but lives on her own with a new awareness. 
Bharati Mukherjee, an Indian born American novelist has made an 
indelible imprint on the literary canvass. Her major thematic 
preoccupation as a writer has been the life of South-Asian 
expatriates/immigrants in U.S.A and Canada and the problem of 
‗Acculturation‘ and ‗Assimilation‘: ―An instinctive urge to grapple with 
cultural tension best defines her [Bharati Mukherjee‘s] creative impulse, 
remarkably manifested in all her fictional writings‖ (Kumar 2001: 28). 
She has authored novels like The Tiger’s Daughter (1972), Wife 
(1975), Jasmine (1989), The Holder of the World (1993), and Leave it to 
Me (1997) and two collections of short stories, Darkness (1985) and The 
Middleman and Other Stories (1988). Her creative world reveals a shift 
from expatriation to immigration and this creative shift coincides with her 
shift from Canada to America. In her early novels like The Tiger’s 
Daughter and Wife, she reflects the condition of being an expatriate but in 
her later novels reflects the Immigrant sensibility. 
In The Tiger’s Daughter (1972) Bharati Mukherjee beautifully 
manifests the cultural conflict through the protagonist, Tara who goes to 
America for higher studies. Though afraid of unknown ways of America 
in the beginning, she tries to adjust herself to it by getting married to an 
American. After seven years when she returns to India she finds herself a 
total stranger in the inherited milieu. She is totally lost and confused as 
she realizes that she is now neither Indian nor truly American. 
In her novel Wife (1975), Bharati Mukherjee depicts the problems 
of a young woman from Calcutta who settles down in New York with her 
husband. Brought up to be passive and self-effacing she fails to cope up 
with the fear and challenging situations and eventually descends into 
unexpected violence. 
Jasmine (1989), explores the complexities of cross-cultural 
interactions through a series of adventures which the protagonist, jasmine 
undertakes during her odyssey. Jasmine, the central character of the novel 
takes her life into her own hands and makes herself an American. Using 
flashbacks and crosscuts, the novel moves ahead, weaving the story of the 
heroine‘s life from her early days in Hasanpur to her extraordinary 
adventure in America. Her journey, which is marked by widowhood, 
murder, rape, illegal documents and an uncanny instinct to survive 
through all situations, leads Jasmine through many transformations – 
Jyoti, Jasmine, Jase and Jane. At every step Jasmine is faced with a loss 
of identity but she manages to evolve a new identity at every stage. Thus, 
through Jasmine, Mukherjee traces the significant milestone of an 
immigrant‘s final absorption in an adopted cultural milieu.  
Arundhati Roy, the Booker Prize winner novelist entered into the 
literary world with her debut novel The God of Small Things in 1997. 
After this novel she wrote two long and powerful articles which have now 
got the shape of books, The End of Imagination and The Greater 
Common Good. The End of Imagination is a pithy argument against the 
nuclear weapons programme of the Indian government and The Greater 
Common Good pleads against the construction of big dams which cause 
people to suffer by depriving them of their homes as well as their means 
of livelihood.  Her novel The God of Small Things realistically portrays 
the contemporary Indian Society, its seamy and sordid picture. It 
primarily deals with the  divisions, unities, collusions, complicities of the 
caste and also focuses ―on the ways how Indian women are and have 
been, historically situated at the nexus of a variety of intersecting 
discourses of race, religion, gender, sexuality, caste and class‖ (Mullaney 
2002:8) . Thus, it deals with the confrontation between the big guns and 
the members of the lowest strata of the society as she says ‗laltain and the 
Mombati‘. Arundhati Roy presents realistically the deplorable condition, 
inhuman treatment meted out to the downtrodden, have-nots and 
untouchables. Velutha, an untouchable, has to pass through the harrowing 
and unmerited injustice and tyranny. In order to escape the scourge of 
untouchability, Velutha, an extraordinarily gifted man with technical 
skills, embraces Christianity. But his conversion and his technical 
expertise, apart from many other good things, do not get him proper 
respect and congenial treatment in society. The writer says: 
He knows more about the machines in the factory than anyone else. 
Mammachi often said that if only he had not been a Paravan, he might 
have become an engineer.  
(Roy 1997:75) 
Manju Kapur, one of the contemporary novelists established 
herself with her internationally acclaimed work Difficult Daughters 
(1998). Her works of fiction include A Married Woman (2002), Home 
(2006), The Immigrant (2008) and Custody (2011). Her fictional world 
reflects the struggle of the middle-class educated women, who try to 
establish themselves within the patriarchal set up. Difficult Daughters in a 
realistic tone narrates the story of a young girl Virmati who struggles to 
live a freer life. She fights against the traditional set up to continue higher 
studies and marry the man she loves. Her second novel A Married 
Woman depicts the life of Astha from young adulthood through her early 
middle years. In her quest of identity she passes through many stages: 
marries a man, grows distant from him, wishes to become a painter but 
becomes a social activist and finally falls in love with a woman and 
discovers herself. 
Shobha De, in her novels mirrors the upper-class urban milieu, 
particularly that of women. In all her novels she focusses her artistic 
camera on the inner conflict experienced by women in the traditional 
Indian society. Shobha De‘s Socialite Evenings is a semi-
autobiographical novel. It delineates the struggle of the protagonist, 
Karuna to achieve selfhood. Karuna struggles very hard against the social 
forces which try to suppress her individuality and existence and finally 
emerges victorious. In her second novel Starry Nights Shobha De reflects 
the Indian film world and realistically portrays what happens in this tinsel 
and glamorous world.  Second Thoughts is a novel about a young girl, 
Maya who makes an arranged matrimonial alliance with Ranjan, a boy 
from Bombay. But soon after her marriage like Karuna of Socialite 
Evenings she gets disillusioned with her married life as her husband tries 
to put restrictions on her freedom. In order to free herself from the 
bondage she develops an illicit relationship with Nikhil. But towards the 
end, like other characters of Shobha De Maya knows she has no other 
option but to operate in the claustrophobic atmosphere of her arranged 
marriage. Snapshots unveils the life of six girls who were friends at a 
school. These friends Reema, Rashmi, Swati, Noor, Aparna and Surkha, 
who had drifted away in the due course, meet after so many years when 
one of the friends comes from London to direct and produce a serial on 
the exciting world of the Indian urban women. 
It is evident from the above survey of women writers in English 
that most of them have highlighted, explored and critiqued the socio-
economic and political milieu of the changing Indian society along with 
the delineation of the inner landscape of their female protagonists. In the 
changing scenario women in particular have been awakened to their 
objectification but simultaneously silenced in most of the cases. Shobha 
De likewise engages more or less in exploring the same issues but with 
no oppressive authorial presence. She simply lays threadbare whatever 
she observes in the elitist film and business world which forms the 
bedrock of her fiction. If Markandaya focuses on ordinary common folks, 
Nayantara Sahgal on middle class, Shobha De focuses on the elite, upper 
class women and brings to the fore their stresses and strains, as they face 
up to the challenges of transition of Indian society from tradition to 
modernity. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter-II 
Socialite Evenings: An autobiography? 
Autobiography in common parlance is a literary narrative that tells the 
story of one‘s life written by oneself from one‘s childhood to the time of 
writing. Philip Lejeune defines it as ―retrospective prose narrative written 
by a real person concerning his own existence, where the focus is his 
individual life, in particular the story of his own personality‖ (Lejeune 
1989: 4). It was only in 1797 that the lexical history of ‗Autobiography‘ 
started when a Norwich essayist commented on Isaac D‘Israeli‘s 
―Observation on Diaries, Self-biography, and Self-characters‖: 
We are doubtful whether the latter word [‗self-biography‘] be legitimate. 
It is not very usual in English to employ hybrid words partly Saxon and 
partly Greek: Yet autobiography would have seemed pedantic.   
(Taylor 1797: 375)  
The invention of ‗autobiography‘ as a descriptive term marks the 
beginning of a genre, though of course, its roots go back to antiquity 
when terms like ‗confessions‘, ‗memoir‘, or ‗the book of my life‘ were 
used for self-referential writing. By the middle of the eighteenth century, 
the notions of self-interest, self-consciousness and self-knowledge 
described by philosophers and social and political theorists led to an 
explosion of autobiographies as more and more people turned to life 
narratives as a means of knowing and positioning themselves within the 
social world. The most notable are Benjamin Franklin‘s Autobiography 
(1766) and Rousseau‘s Confessions (1781-8). Fascinated with the process 
of personal development and having a penchant for nostalgia and 
retrospection, the Victorian writers turned to diverse autobiographical 
writings, from straight autobiography to autobiographical novel. The 
autobiographies of John Stuart Mill, Anthony Trollope, John Henry 
Newman and Ruskin are considered to be exemplary. Fictional 
autobiography and autobiographical novels like Thomas Carlyle‘s Sartor 
Resartus (1833), Charlotte Bronte‘s Jane Eyre (1847), Charles Dicken‘s 
David Copperfield (1850) and Fyodor Dostovysky‘s Notes from 
Underground (1864) were greatly received by the Victorians. It was, 
however, only in the mid-twentieth century that the genre gained much 
popularity and became a dominant mode of literature. This surge in the 
genre was mainly due to the new theories and philosophies which eroded 
the notion of a unified selfhood and ―Truth‖. In this context, Sidonie 
Smith writes: 
What had been assumed by early generation of critics to be a universal 
―self‖ – achieving self-discovery, self-creation, and self knowledge –became, 
in the wake of multiple theoretical challenges of the first half of the century, a 
―subject‖ riven by self-estrangement and self-fragmentation. Moreover, the 
relationship of language to what it claims to represent becomes problematic. 
Any simplistic notion that writers could ―intend‖ what they say is undermined. 
As a result, the project of self-representation could no longer be read as direct 
access to the truth of the self. The truth of autobiographical acts had to be 
understood differently as an always inaccessible knowledge.  
(Smith and Watson 2001:124-125) 
As a result of these theories, the critics of autobiography like 
Gusdorf, James Olney and Hart redefined this literary mode ―as an act of 
creation rather than mere transcription of the past. Reconceiving self-
referential narratives not as sites of the truth but as creative self-
engagements allowed them to elevate autobiography to the status of a 
literary genre‖ (Smith and Watson 2001: 128). 
However, these male critics narrowed the range of the 
autobiographies to the West and expressed that its concerns are peculiar 
to Western man. Thus the feminist critics, to whom the genre of 
autobiography is the nucleus of their project, challenged the 
stereotypically accepted definitions and theories of the said genre put 
forward by the male critics. Sensing male-centered politics being 
sermonized under the garb of these theories, the feminist critics cast a 
gaze of doubt and interrogation on the autobiographical studies and 
criticism for being gender-blind, race-based and class-biased. As Sidonie 
Smith writes: 
The theories seem to derive from certain underlying assumptions: that 
men‘s and women‘s ways of  experiencing the world and the self and 
their relationship to language and to the institution of literature are 
identical; or that women‘s autobiographies, because they emanate from 
lives of culturally insignificant people are themselves culturally 
insignificant; or that women‘s autobiographies, because they may not 
inscribe an androcentric paradigm of selfhood are something other than 
real autobiography; or that autobiography is fundamentally a male 
generic contract. 
(Smith 1987: 14) 
Pursuing the etymological link between genre and gender, most of 
the feminists show how the mechanism of genre functions to repress 
women‘s personal writings as contaminating the purity of ‗true‘ 
autobiography. Thus they started challenging or re-formulating the 
concepts or theories having phallocentric concerns at the centre. While 
offering a critique to Gusdorf‘s definition of the genre in the same tone as 
Sidonie Smith, Friedman in her seminal essay ―Women‘s 
Autobiographical Selves: Theory and practice‖ writes: 
However, the individualistic concept of the autobiographical self that 
pervades Gusdorf‘s work raises serious theoretical problems for critics 
who recognize the self, self-creation, and self-consciousness are 
profoundly different for women, minorities, and many non-Western 
people. The model of separate and unique selfhood that is highlighted in 
his work and shared by many other critics establishes a critical bias that 
leads to the (mis) reading and marginalization of autobiographical texts 
by women and minorities in the processes of canon formation.  
(Friedman 1988: 34) 
The women writers, needless to say, exploited the genre of 
autobiography to renegotiate their cultural marginality as well as create a 
newer and better understanding of gender issues. While theorizing this 
aspect of woman‘s autobiographical discourse, Linda Anderson writes: 
It is necessary to take into account the fact that the woman who attempts 
to write herself is engaged by the nature of that activity itself in 
rewriting the stories, that already exist about her since by seeking to 
publicize herself, she is violating an important cultural construction of 
femininity as passive or hidden. She is resisting or changing what is 
known about her. Her place within culture, the place from which she 
writes, is produced by difference and produces differences.  
(Anderson 1986:59) 
Now coming to Indian scene, since antiquity women in India have 
been subjugated, marginalized and victimized by the structures of 
patriarchy like elsewhere. Relegated to a marginal position, woman has 
become a scapegoat at the altar of socio-political institutions. Almost 
every woman writer in the past many decades has tried to assess and 
interpret, overtly or covertly, the onslaughts on women at the altar of 
male-dominated social institutions. The urge of the women writers to 
reveal their soul fostered the writings from straightforward autobiography 
to autobiographical novel. In their works they not only highlight the 
violence women are subjected to but also the assertion of their 
individuality; social, economic and emotional independence; thereby 
exploiting this genre to create a space for their voices that have generally 
been hushed and rendered powerless. Beginning with Cornalia Sorabji, 
the list would go on to include writers like Gayatri Devi, Indira Goswami, 
Shudha Mazumdar, Amrita Pritam, Dilip Tiwana, Mrinal Pande, Shashi 
Deshpande, Bharati Mukherjee, Anita Desai, Manju Kapur, Kamala Das, 
Nayantara Sahgal and of course Shobha De. For instance Cornelia Sorabji 
in her autobiography India Calling (1934) wages a war against the 
oppression of women and eventually emerges victorious.  Kamala Das in 
her bold, uninhibited autobiography My Story (1976) narrates the story of 
a woman who fights against the prevailing standards of society that 
hinders her quest for an identity. Similarly in her autobiographical novels 
like In the Alphabet of Lust (1980) and A Doll for the Child Prostitute 
(1977), she reflects her craving for identity and freedom. Nayantara 
Sahgal‘s autobiography Prison and Chocolate Cake records her 
childhood and adolescence memories where as her second autobiography 
From Fear Set Free deals with the mature years of her life. In her novel 
The Day in Shadow, Nayantara Sahgal portrays the bitter and painful 
experience of divorce through her mouthpiece Smirit. Similarly 
Arundhati Roy in her Magnum Opus The God of Small Things recollects 
some past traumatic experiences. ―All the characters, Ammu, Chacko, 
Mammachi, Estha, Rahel are real. They are taken from real life and the 
only difference is that, they assume fictitious names‖ (Smitha 2002: 89). 
Shobha De, in her actual autobiography, Selective Memory: Stories 
From My Life categorically denies Socialite Evenings to be an 
autobiography. She writes: 
Socialite Evenings wasn‘t a roman-a-clef, but that was the popular 
perception perpetuated by the media. An endless round of ‗Are you in 
it?‘ followed its publication, with guessing games galore about the 
thinly-disguised identity of some of the secondary characters. 
(De 1998:329) 
But the fact of the matter is that the autobiographical stamp is quite 
vivid and clear and it can be substantiated by a reference to her actual 
autobiography. Shobha De has, infact, structured this novel in the form of 
a fictional autobiography where the protagonist Karuna peeps into her 
past life and chronicles it. But while the novel unravels the story of the 
fictional protagonist, we must constantly distinguish between the fictional 
and the autobiographical since Karuna bears a close resemblance to 
Shobha De. The many biographical similarities between the writer and 
Karuna provide the text with a clear autobiographical dimension. Naresh 
K. Vats comments: 
 
Socialite Evenings bears a marked resemblance to the story of Shobha 
De – only the name has been changed from Shobha to Karuna. 
(Vats 2010:49) 
Socialite Evenings like a proper autobiography, as defined in 
classical theories, is an effort to know or capture the self through 
consciousness. It describes the protagonist‘s voyage of self-discovery 
from early childhood to maturity. But in strict sense it cannot be dubbed 
as an autobiography for there is a clear distinction between Karuna, the 
narrator and protagonist and the author Shobha De. 
Indeed the protagonist Karuna is much like her creator Shobha De: 
Karuna, like Shobha De, born in Satara was the third daughter in the 
family, emerged from a male dominated middle-class strata, had two 
sisters, shifted from towns to metropolis and this shift was ―traumatic and 
ill-timed move [for her sisters, because] from Marathi-medium schools in 
the mofussils they were air-dropped into an English and Hindi dominated 
environment without knowing a word of either language‖ (De 1998:14). 
Like Shobha De, Karuna also worked as a model, screen-playwright, and 
writer. In addition, several individuals who played an important role in 
Shobha De‘s life, such as her father, mother and friends are referred to in 
Socialite Evenings. 
Karuna, the protagonist embodies both the fictional and the 
autobiographical self, for many elements from Karuna‘s life seem to 
mirror the real-life experiences of the author Shobha De. The narrative is 
thus a mixture of fictional and autobiographical discourse. Besides 
sharing many biographical qualities with Shobha De, Karuna‘s desire for 
individuality and freedom is yet another biographical feature shared by 
author and the protagonist. This quest for identity and selfhood becomes 
the central motif of the novel. 
Socialite Evenings portrays the odyssey of the protagonist, Karuna 
from ―a gauche middle class girl to a self-sufficient woman‖ (Rani 
2000:160). Like Shobha De, Karuna remains a rebel throughout her life; 
refuses to bear oppression and dictates of the authority. At home she 
rebels against her father – ―an autocrat and disciplinarian‖ and at school 
does not conform to the code and conduct. As a result she became ―the 
only child with a discipline problem both at home and at school‖ (De 
1989:11).A chasm is created between her father and karuna, for she 
refuses to be suppressed. Quoting Karen Horney, a twentieth century 
German psychoanalyst, Vats describes this drive for self-sufficiency and 
independence as: 
Having been disappointed in their attempts to find warm, satisfying 
relationships with people, the person sets him or herself apart from 
others and refuses to be tied down to anyone or anything. They become 
―loners‖. 
(Vats 2010: 47) 
In this context, a learned critic, Urbashi Barat observes that Karuna 
starts her search for selfhood from Atwood‘s ‗Basic Victim Position 
Three‘ Where as G. Sheela Swarupa Rani points out that the protagonist‘s 
search begins with her dissatisfaction with her social status. Urbashi‘s 
view, however, seems more tenacious as Karuna says: 
Father hated the sight of comics. I deliberately had piles of them lying 
around. He hated doodles on the telephone pad. I scribbled all over it. 
He detested my taking books into the toilet. I always walked in with 
one.  
(De 1989: 16) 
Right from her childhood she experiences the difference of being 
born as a female and these experiences remain rooted in her 
consciousness throughout her life. Thus her insistent search for selfhood 
and identity begins from her childhood. 
As an act of vengeance, Karuna, like her creator, enters into the 
modeling world. And when her father comes to know about her modeling 
profession, ―all hell broke loose‖ (De 1998:41) as he believes that ―it‘s 
not a career for decent girls‖ (De 1998:43). He tells her that ―[he] will not 
tolerate this in [his] house‖ (De 1989: 27) and warns her not to repeat it. 
But Karuna like Shoba De herself sticks to her guns and refuses to buckle 
under pressure. Thus ―ads kept appearing – again and again- and again- 
but the slaps stopped‖ (De 1989: 27). In her search for proper direction, at 
one of her modeling shows, she feels convinced that she is not ―an 
exhibitionist‖ (De 1989:38), a modeling material and thus decides to bid 
it farewell: 
I kept wondering what the hell I was doing in that business…For 
anything to work, one has to believe in it— I didn‘t believe I was cut out 
for modeling even as I went from one big show to the next, draped in 
gaudy ‗ramp sarees‘, making sure my expression matched that of all 
other girls who‘d worked so hard on theirs. 
(De 1998: 50-51) 
A wide gulf is opened between Karuna and her friend Anjali when 
the latter discovers Karuna‘s familiarity with the ad-film-maker she 
herself was interested in. Humiliated in the hands of Anjali, she seizes the 
opportunity and goes on a holiday trip to New York ―free of family 
influences and pressures, free of Anjali, prepared to discover the world‖ 
(De 1989: 69).This journey of course becomes her first step towards self-
discovery, for now onwards whatever decisions she takes are completely 
her own. In New York she comes out of the nebulous haze and decides to 
break-off her ―ridiculous engagement‖ to Bunty, because this relationship 
according to her ―won‘t work‖ (De 1989: 73). Soon after her return, the 
wheel of her estrangement with family comes to the full circle. Her sisters 
seem to her ―pesky‖ and ―superficial‖ and feeling assertive she cries for 
―space‖ (De 1989: 78). Revealing her decision to her boyfriend she cries 
out: ―You know-SPACE- I need my own space. I feel claustrophobic. I 
need to find about myself‖ (De 1989: 78). 
Thus she breaks-off her four- year-old engagement. At this 
―confusing period‖ (De 1989:78) her old college friend, ―an ‗acceptable‘ 
male who wouldn‘t take no for an answer‖, enters in her life and ―pushes 
her into [marriage]‖ (De 1989:82), but within a year Karuna‘s hopes 
about a happy marriage are shattered as she got ―stuck in an increasingly 
meaningless marriage‖ (De 1989:93). Her marriage turns sour because 
she has ―married the wrong man for the wrong reasons at the wrong time‖ 
(De 1989: 94). Not that her husband is a villain but ―just an average 
Indian husband—unexciting, uninspiring, untutored‖ (De 1989:94). For 
some years Karuna tolerates the fangs of sour marriage; behaves like a 
traditional Indian wife, tries her best to make adjustments, goes on 
craving for the perfect marriage—―A marriage full of laughter and 
conversation. One in which the two of [them] were perfectly in tune. 
Speaking the same language, thinking the same thoughts, enjoying the 
same things‖ (De 1989: 99) but nothing works to bring any change. Her 
marriage makes her dumb, crushes her rebellious nature and defiance as 
she stops questioning the authority of her husband. Later she observes: 
The more my marriage deadened the harder I tried to convince myself 
that I was happy enough as I was. I began to see myself as a drifter, 
letting life happen to me. If the husband was unhappy I‘d try not to 
argue, only do things the way he wanted. It was easier that way. I felt 
passive and powerless and tried not to think about my problems. For if I 
thought about them I‘d have to take some decisions the last thing I 
wanted to do. 
(De 1989:143) 
Karuna in her helplessness is too scared and afraid to even think 
about her problems, for thinking means taking decisions which she wants 
to avoid. During this period her resentment and rebellion remained under 
surface for some time, till one day she rose from her passivity and was 
shocked into an awareness that she was not a ―wife material‖ but a 
―solitary creature with solitary dreams who simply [was not] cut out for 
domesticity with all its trappings‖ (De 1989: 103). Though she resolves 
not to play the role of a maid to her husband yet she did not have the 
courage to sever ties with her husband, as she says: 
I was still playing out a witless little charad. As usual I thought to 
myself that I should get out, that I should break free but some spark had 
been extinguishing in me. 
(De 1989:164) 
Thus vacillating between two poles— grudgingly accepting the 
authority and yet raising her voice—she chooses a middle path by 
beginning to weave her private nest of ―books and fantasies‖ (De 
1989:134) and shuts all the doors of her private world to her husband. But 
in her quest to find the true path she enters into another blind lane by 
falling in love with her husband‘s old acquaintance, Krish. This 
eventually leads to the breakdown of her marriage, opening the ―space‖ 
for which she had been craving. When her husband comes to know about 
her affair with Krish, he flies to London where he sees a new ‗avtar‘ of 
Karuna— a lady with a high level of self-esteem, who expresses her mind 
without any hesitation: 
You really make me sick. I think our marriage was over the day our 
awful honeymoon started. We‘ve got nothing going. I don‘t love you— 
never have. As for you— I really don‘t know to this day why you chose 
to marry me. I don‘t think you even know who you married. You don‘t 
have a clue what sort of a woman I am. I‘m tired of your smugness, your 
irritating mannerism; the way you take me for granted and expect me to 
fall into your overall scheme of things. I really don‘t care one way or the 
other if I ever see you again. So just get off my back. 
(De 1989: 293) 
Thus, ironically Krish becomes a ―precipitating factor behind her 
realization that the woman [Karuna] has no one to turn to but herself‖ 
(Barat 2000:126). As her marriage was breaking she felt ―alone, alienated 
and isolated‖ (De 1998: 203). This is another similarity between the 
author and Karuna. In her autobiography Shobha De writes: 
After eight years of being Mrs so-and-so, I was being forced to deal with 
an identity crisis. Who was I now? What was my standing within the 
community? My own family? How did my peers view me? How did I view 
myself? What had happened? Where had I gone wrong? Would I be forgiven-
ever?....Would I be given the chance? My self-esteem was in tatters. 
(De 1998:203-4) 
Separated from her husband, Karuna is completely in a maze and 
does not know where she was heading. she goes to her parent‘s home but 
like Shobha De‘s father, Karuna‘s father does not endorse her decision, 
makes his disapproval obvious and denies to make ―their home [her] 
home‖ (De 1998: 204): 
What you‘ve done is unacceptable, totally unacceptable. Nobody in our 
family has done it before, nobody will do it in future. You‘ve made the 
mistake, now you pay the price. We are old people and we cannot help 
you….We have only a few years left to us. Let us live them as 
peacefully as we can. 
(De 1989:349) 
Marooned – literally and metaphorically, at this crucial juncture her 
friend Anjali who ―came through shining like burnished gold‖ (De 
1998:105) not only provides her shelter but also helps her to vanquish 
over her physical and mental torture. Coming out of this dejected state, 
like Shobha De, she decides to start a fresh life. After her divorce, 
Karuna, like her creator Shobha De ―had no money, no home and no idea 
of [her] future. [She] had asked for nothing— just freedom‖ (De 
1989:224). Now a totally changed person, who values her individuality 
and freedom, she declines even Anjali‘s offer to stay at her home and 
stays as a paying guest. She tells her: 
Anjali, you might find this hard to understand or accept, but I wouldn‘t 
stay even in my parent‘s house for free. I‘m not a sponger. I feel very 
embarrassed living off you like this. Hospitality is one thing, charity 
quite another. I would definitely like to move out till that flat is fixed 
up— if it ever is. 
(De 1989: 358) 
Beginning from the scratch she takes some odd jobs and then lands 
in a lucrative job— a freelance Ad writer. During this period she is 
tempted several times by Krish, and later by her husband, but she has 
gone beyond them. Once money starts coming in she begins to realize 
that it is neither money nor success that she has been looking for but only 
freedom. Later she observes: 
I suppose my real concerns were different. It wasn‘t money or success I 
was looking forward to in my life at that point it was the freedom to do 
what I wanted. 
(De 1989:438) 
In the form of Girish, comes the last test of Karuna, who first offers 
her a role in his adaptation of ‗Shakuntala‘ and then comes up with a 
marriage proposal. This sparks off her creative spirit and she begins to 
write scripts for Ad-films. Karuna rejects Girish‘s proposal because 
―instead of depending on a man, again, she feels an urge to be on her 
own, to search for her own identity without leaning on a male yet again‖ 
(Sree 2008: 38) and says: ―I am discovering stuff about myself. I enjoyed 
this little patch of independence‖ (De 1989: 409). Even when Karuna‘s 
mother tries to persuade her about her second marriage with Girish, 
Karuna very confidently rejects the offer by saying: 
But Mother, why does security rest with a man? I feel confident now 
that I can look after myself. I am earning as much as any man. I have a 
roof over my head. I don‘t really have any responsibilities. I am at peace 
with myself I‘m not answerable to anyone. I don‘t feel complicating my 
life by getting into a second marriage. I can‘t make any sacrifices now. 
(De 1989: 441-42) 
Karuna is so independent and mature now that she even refuses to 
take Girish‘s help when Varun writes spiteful stories about her and Girish 
in his gossip magazine. Her friend Ranbir Roy suggests her to write a 
book on ‗Urban Indian Woman‘ and thus helps her in believing in her 
creativity. Seizing upon Ranbir Roy‘s suggestion she writes a book on the 
status of Urban Indian woman with herself as the central character. ―After 
completing the book, she experiences the moments of self-actualization 
which Abraham Maslow, a twentieth century psychologist compares to an 
experience of a mountain top sunrise ‖ (Vats 2010:41).Thus through 
fiction she discovers herself and comes to the conclusion that ―Single is 
good for [her]‖ (De 1989:406) and thus tastes her independent selfhood. 
In this way Socialite Evenings mirrors many real experiences of the 
author but one cannot jump to the conclusion that it is a traditional 
autobiography, for there is a clear distinction between Shobha De the 
writer and Karuna the Protagonist of the novel under discussion. Phillip 
Lejeune in his seminal essay ―The Autobiographical Pact‖ while laying 
down the criteria for distinguishing autobiography from fiction maintains 
that the author, the narrator and the protagonist must be identical. Shobha 
De‘s own view about her actual autobiography sums up Socialite 
Evenings: ―A window opens, but often the light falls on a few specific 
artefacts inside. I have chosen to carve up my life into those segments I 
have no reservations about revealing and serving up to readers‖ (De 
1998: 527). 
Shobha De mixes fictional and autobiographical elements in the 
novel to make it an autobiographical novel in order to project or delineate 
the dilemma of the conflict of tradition and modernity in which the 
protagonist is trapped. 
Chapter-III 
Split Characters: A Psychoanalytic Study of Starry Nights 
and Snapshots 
Historically woman across the globe has been relegated to a marginal 
position and subsequently discriminated in all aspects of life. She is 
considered the insignificant ‗other, the sex‘ and inferior to male, having 
no individuality of her own. She has been culturally programmed to be an 
ideal wife, a mother and an excellent homemaker with multifarious roles 
in the family and has been made to believe that the real virtues of an ideal 
woman are self-effacement, submissiveness, self-sacrifice and unusual 
exemplary tolerance and patience. This subtle inculcation has made her to 
internalize the idea of subjugation and accept the roles assigned to her by 
patriarchy. Indian women are no exception to this historical reality but 
their problems in the contemporary times are multiplied by a conflict 
between their adherence to patriarchal culture and their revolt against it 
induced by ideas of autonomy and liberty imbibed from modern Western 
enlightenment project. 
The positive change in the status of women of India, however, 
started from mid-nineteenth century onwards when the Western liberal 
ideas of enlightenment brought about a new awakening in the Indian 
intelligentsia. The progressive Indians like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Pandita Rama Bai, Madam Cama, Rama Bai Ranade, Toru Dutt and Rani 
Laxmi  Bai of Jhansi rose against the structural social evils like ‗Sati‘, 
suppression of widows, denial of  the right to education of women and 
child marriage that were constructed to exploit women. After the 
independence, special legislation was formulated to bring about 
significant changes in the structure of society. Besides, many Indian 
intellectuals by examining the Western liberal, rational and scientific 
world view realized that much of their rigid and ossified traditions must 
go. Thus they reinterpreted their cultural traditions to lend credence to 
women‘s assertion of identity. Since women had started to question the 
bondage and oppression implicit in traditional religious institutions and 
social practices, they tried to recast their identities, create new roles for 
themselves in accord with the assertion of their identities that often 
differed from patriarchal cultural constructions of female roles like ―man 
to rule and woman to obey; man, the master, and woman, the slave; man, 
the god, and woman, the devotee; man for the field and woman for the 
hearth and so on‖ (Barche 1995:9). They contested the patriarchal 
discourses on womanhood characterized by virtues like chastity, purity, 
ability to bear pain and suffering. However, the paradoxical reality is that 
they cannot completely free themselves from the chains of traditional 
value system. Caught in-between the pulls and pushes of the two 
opposing poles, i.e., submission to the already established norms and a 
rebellion against such norms, inevitably leads to the conflict and this 
conflict of the modern Indian woman is reflected in the works of female 
writers of the current times. 
Women writers like Nayantara Sahgal, Rama Mehta, Bharati 
Mukherjee, Shashi Deshpande, Mahasweta Devi, Arundhati Roy, Ruth 
Prawer Jhabvala, Manju Kapur, Gita Hariharan and the like try to portray 
this dilemma of the modern woman from various angles. Woman as 
fragmented, with the duality of self, who struggles hard to fight for her 
rights and assert her individuality; yet has to live as a wife subservient to 
her husband, as a daughter obedient to her father, or as a mother with 
infinite amount of self-sacrifice for her children. This entanglement of 
women in the mesh of tradition and modernity, between hegemonic 
values and contemporary women‘s transforming consciousness as a 
marginalized class, finds a ubiquitous place in the portraiture of women 
in the women‘s fictional works. Commenting on this aspect of Indian 
women‘s writing, Hitaishi Singh writes: 
As the time changed, the portrayal became more realistic with a thrust 
on sense of frustration and alienation. The characters created by them, 
like their creators, were torn apart by the conflicting forces of tradition 
and modernity. The modern women writers started writing with the self-
imposed task of representing themselves in a style away from the 
stereotyping of fiction by Raja Rao or R. K. Narayan and others, or for 
that matter expressing themselves and their inner self and feelings with 
the dummy characters like Radha-Krishna, savitri-Satyavan, veiled 
Muslim women, etc.  
(Singh 2008:45) 
In the novels of Nayantara Sahgal women are conscious of their 
emotional needs and strive for self-fulfilment, rejecting the existing 
traditions and social set-up and yearn for more liberal and unconventional 
ways of life. Her heroines like Saroj in Storm in Chandigarh and Smirit 
in A Day in Shadow break from the clutches of tradition, with no sense of 
guilt and remorse. Saroj very candidly confesses about her pre-marital 
affair to her husband Inder but Inder even after four years of married life 
and two children could not forget about her ‗impurity‘. Saroj makes every 
effort to make her marriage work, but Inder persists in raking up the past 
making Saroj beat against his ―numbness like a bird against a 
windowpane trapped in a futile frenzy‖ (Sahgal 1969:97). Inder‘s 
treatment of Saroj merely as a possession makes Saroj to act by walking 
out of the bondage of marriage. Smirit in A Day in Shadow shuttles 
between tradition and modernity. In the beginning like a devoted 
traditional Hindu wife who is inspired by a sense of good and ideal values 
of life, yearns for sympathy, understanding and friendship between Som, 
her husband and herself. Nayantara Sahgal talks about her own character 
Smirit: 
 
She is a passive creature to whom things happen…Smirit is not an 
individual- she is culture, tradition, a patient enduring passivity.  
(quoted in Sree 2003: 20) 
Smirit wakes up after enduring passively for a long time, parts 
ways with Som and gradually emerges as an individual who is well aware 
of her rights and existence: 
The days ahead could be entirely hers. They were hers. They were, like 
the blank sheet of paper, she had looked forward to filling every 
morning. She could do as she liked with them, and whatever she did 
from now on would be her own personal achievement or failure. 
(Sahgal 1975:181) 
Similarly, this pull between tradition and modernity is also seen in 
the novels of Ruth Prawer Jhabvala. Whereas the heroines of Nayantara 
Sahgal vanquish over tradition at the end, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala‘s 
protagonists after being attracted by the liberal ideas, come back to the 
fold of old groove. For instance, character like Gulab in Esmond in India 
flouts the conventions of patriarchal society and rebels against the wishes 
of her family by marrying Esmond, a foreigner. However when the initial 
attraction evaporates, Esmond begins to maltreat her and she surrenders 
before the whims of her husband for she believes ―it was a husband‘s 
right… to do whatever he liked with his wife. He could treat her well or 
badly, pamper her or beat her, that was up to him and it was not her place 
to complain‖ (Jhabvala 1980:120). Rama Mehta‘s heroine, Geeta of 
Inside the Haveli, who is torn apart by the pulls of two worlds— the 
traditional and the modern—at the end despite her efforts, has to accept 
the tradition as part of a heritage. As an educated, confident girl Geeta 
had been taught reticence after marriage. But after her marriage she 
realizes that the Haveli was a cage which had imprisoned her 
youthfulness. She tries hard to free herself from its vicious grip; rebels 
against all the norms of the Haveli; conducts classes for the servants and 
their children, asserts all her will by enrolling the servant girl Sita in 
school. But despite all her efforts, customs and traditions finally dominate 
by bringing about a change not only in her attitude but also in her outlook 
on life. At the end we see her as the new mistress of the Haveli on whom 
rests the upholding of centuries old customs and traditions. 
Another important novelist concerned mainly with the clash 
between tradition and modernity is Shashi Deshpande. Her women 
characters like Jaya, Sarita and Sumi rebel against the structuring of men 
and women in gendered roles, restricting their human potentiality and 
fullness. They reject rebel and seek freedom from the traditional ways of 
life. Similarly Kamala Marakandaya portrays this tussle between the 
traditional and modern values. Lalitha and Saroja, the two sisters in Two 
Virgins experience the opposing pulls of tradition and modernity. Lalitha 
aspires for modernity and luxurious life and goes to the extent of flouting 
all the norms of traditional society but had to pay a penalty for it in the 
long run. In order to lead an independent life she moves to the city where 
she is seduced by Mr. Gupta and becomes pregnant. In Indian society 
motherhood outside marriage is a sin and thus suffering becomes 
inevitable for her. Saroja though fully aware of feminine sensibility and 
subjugation of women in society, revolts against inequities yet is able to 
achieve a synthesis of traditional and Western modern values. 
Shobha De presents the picture of Indian women in a modern 
developing, changing and conflict torn Indian Urban society. Being fully 
aware about the opposing pulls of tradition and modernity, between 
Indian and Western ways of living, between the desire of a woman for 
autonomy and her need for nurture, she reflects this conflict in her works 
in especially the lives of the upper class women. Simone de Beauvoir— a 
feminist critic writes about this conflict in the female psyche regarding 
her role and position in the contemporary society: 
The women of today are in a fair way to dethrone the myth of 
femininity; they are beginning to affirm their independence in concrete 
ways; but they do not easily succeed in living completely the life of a 
human being. Reared by women within a feminine world, their normal 
destiny is marriage, which still means particularly subordination to man; 
for masculine prestige is far from extinction, resting still upon solid 
economic and social functions.  
(Beauvoir 1979:30) 
In Starry Nights and Snapshots, Shobha De like Kamala 
Markandaya, Nayantara Sahgal, Ruth Prawar Jhabvala and Manju Kapur 
places the female characters at the heart of the tradition-modernity 
conflict; the woman becomes the site where the battle between the two is 
fought. On its publication Starry Nights created major shock waves in the 
literary world by its descriptive sex scenes and ―[a]busive, raw‖ and 
―filthy idiom of the gutters‖ (De 1998: 332). Commenting on the novel, 
Shobha De in her autobiography writes: 
I had watched the film industry closely for a decade….While writing a 
fictitious account of Bollywood, I was able to harness all those inputs to 
create the characters….It was a dirty business I was dealing with and I 
had no desire to sanitize it. The language employed was harsh, crude 
and explicit. It was the only way I knew to capture the underlying 
tragedy of Aasha Rani, to underline the depth of degradation she is 
subjected to, to better define the extent of exploitation that dominates 
this world of sham and make-believe. 
(De 1998: 331-332) 
Through the character of Aasha Rani, Shobha De reflects 
realistically the web of tradition and modernity in which Indian women 
gets trapped. Aasha Rani, a beautiful film star is the protagonist of the 
novel. At the very early age Aasha Rani is being pushed into the blue 
films and then into ―those sickening films‖ (De 1992:53) by none other 
than her own mother because she wants to ―steer her family from rags to 
riches; cashing in on the only solid assets she had in the world….her 
fifteen-year-old daughter [Aasha Rani]‖ (De 1992:15). She goes on 
protesting against her mother‘s move but ―nobody had listened when 
she‘d cried herself hoarse and protested‖ (De 1992: 53), for her 
traditional roots do not permit her to enter this prohibited world. Even 
when she goes with her mother and Kishen Bhai to the party where she 
―must be seen by the people who matter‖ (De 1992: 42), she shivered 
because ―the girl with [Akshay had] not been covered up properly‖ (De 
1992: 44). 
But once she steps into this world, she sheds all her inhibitions and 
becomes one with this glamorous world, soars high in the firmament of 
this world. Shivika verma in this context observes: 
Shobha has raised sexuality as a weapon and as a problem for the 
women in the traditional Indian society. She feels that most of the 
problems of women are sex-oriented and sex-centered in the male 
dominated society. Her women characters are free from the chains and 
husband and society, reactionary and rebel, and ‗new woman‘ and ‗a 
liberated human being‘. 
(Verma 2006:192) 
She goes on defying the traditional morality and the structures of 
patriarchy. This is because she is now filled with a sense of rebellion 
against the traditional male dominated society of which her father, Appa 
becomes the symbol. 
Aasha Rani knew more or less what had happened. How appa had lost 
interest in her. How Girija had humiliated her and called her a common 
prostitute. How appa had abruptly cut off all money, leaving amma with 
no choice but to sell all her jewellery- and the clothes off her back. That 
was when the nightmare had begun. Moving out of their luxurious 
bungalow and into some ugly little place in an over-crowded, filthy area.  
(De 1992: 117) 
Although soaring high in the world of glamour, she could not resist 
the call of her tradition when she falls in love with Akshay Arora and 
decides to get married to him and is ready to forsake everything. She tells 
Seth Amir Chand: ―… I‘m willing to sacrifice everything, my career, my 
money, fame and sub kuch…‖ (De 1992: 105). Naresh K. Vat in his book 
Shobha De: A Critical Response singles out that the intense love of Aasha 
Rani for Akshay Arora is basically her move towards self-actualization. 
As he writes: 
 
 
 
Her indifference to her career for Akshay‘s love explains the intensity of 
her desire to fill the enormous emotional void….This awareness of her 
emptiness and her subsequent attempts to fulfill the space is her move 
towards the state of self-actualization.  
(Vats 2010:72) 
Apart from a move towards self-actualization, her obsession for 
Akshay and her desire to enter into family life reflects her fascination for 
tradition, for in India the institution of marriage is considered to be very 
sacred and essential to the well-being of society. But for women writers 
marriage mostly thwarts women‘s journey to self-discovery. Urbashi says 
in this regard: 
Matrimony in women‘s fiction – whether by Kate Chopin or Anita 
Desai, Alice Walker or Jean Rhys—is at once the inevitable destiny of 
the average woman and the weapon with which she is bludgeoned into 
accepting male hegemony, the retardation of her emotional and 
intellectual growth and the stifling of her attempts at selfhood.  
(Barat 1995: 72) 
Akshay‘s attitude and behavior, however, instead of filling the void 
creates an emotional vacuum in her and this results in her frustration. She 
is unable to concentrate on her work and is driven by this inner turmoil to 
attempt suicide. To keep her mind off Akshay, she takes Abhijit Mehra‘s 
company and escapes to New Zealand only to be found out by his father, 
Amrish Mehra, who takes away his son back home and leaves Aasha 
Rani alone with enough money to survive. Her chance meeting here with 
Jay changes her life. She marries him and ―her marriage to Jay brings her 
a sense of fulfillment‖ (Vats 2010:73). She is so absorbed now in her 
happy world that she rejects Jay‘s idea of visiting her family in India. She 
dreads her past so much that when Jay comes up with a suggestion to visit 
her family in India, ―her face clouded over and she snapped, ‗Nothing 
doing, no way. I never want to go back. And please give amma the news. 
I want to protect Sasha from her. I want to bring her up with all the love 
in the world. I never want to meet her grandmother. Never!‖‘ (De 1992: 
221). But despite her hatred and bitterness for her people in India Jay 
succeeds in motivating her to visit India on the eve of Holi. After 
reaching India she is again tempted by her former distributers to join 
movies as ―her fan mail still comes. People have not forgotten [her]‖ (De 
1992: 255-56). But she rejects the offers out rightly: 
And here was this man, this fixer…tempting her to jump right back into 
the well from which she had barely escaped. ‗No,‘ she said abruptly. 
‗No. I‘m not interested. I‘m very happy where I am, I like my life there. 
I want to be just a wife and mother. I want to bring up my daughter well 
and look after my husband. That‘s all. There‘s no question of a 
comeback!‘ 
(De 1992: 257). 
After staying for some time in India Jay along with his daughter 
leaves for New Zealand and tells Aasha Rani to decide her own way of 
life and to be near her ailing father who now at the fag end of his life 
wants to own up the family he had deserted. One day she receives a call 
from her daughter, Sasha who tells her Jay‘s affair with her nanny. She 
feels shattered, thinking: ―Whichever way one looked at, there was 
always a man in the picture. A man using, abusing and finally discarding 
a woman‖ (De 1992: 157). Scared of rejection she goes to Wellington to 
find about the truth and there she finds that her marriage is over when Jay 
tells her ―it‘s over between us as husband and wife‖ (De 1992: 347). This 
comes as a blow to her and she feels her world is over. She feels that she 
would ―wreck everything. Set the house on fire. Destroy Jay. Kill the 
nanny. And finally, may be, take her own life‖. But for Sasha, Aasha 
Rani ―had to accept what Jay was telling her (De 1992: 347)‖. Aasha 
Rani comes back to India after staying in London for seven months and 
decides to restart her old family studio in Madras. A critic like Nisha 
Trivedi in her essay ―Search for Identity in Starry Nights‖ concludes that 
―instead of escaping from life‘s responsibilities, or yielding to the 
problems, Aasha chooses the right way of struggling and surviving 
through it‖ (Trivedi 2000:186). However the fact of the matter is that 
though Aasha Rani decides to start a new life but in the back of her mind 
is ―she had married. Her womb had been filled. She had a daughter‖ (De 
1992: 395). Sudhir Kumar in his essay ―Artist as Vamp: A Feminist 
Approach to Starry Nights‖ rightly observes: 
Shobha De‘s heroines protest against this massive oppression and 
exploitation carried through various patriarchal ideological constructs 
manifest in history, philosophy, culture and arts. Try as they do to break 
the shackles, they do not attain total liberation and are victimized in one 
way or the other.  
(Kumar 2000: 197) 
Besides Aasha Rani there are other female characters, like Amma 
and Sudha Rani who are attracted by modern ideas but are very soon 
frustrated and come back in the fold of patriarchal culture. Amma, Aasha 
Rani‘s mother forces her daughter into filthy world of blue films and 
Hindi films without any sense of guilt. When Aasha Rani protests her, she 
says: 
Think of it going to the doctor‘s. Don‘t you allow him to examine you? 
Haven‘t so many doctors seen your body? Examined it? These people 
are the same. They see bodies all the time. It doesn‘t make any 
difference. Besides that man won‘t do really anything. I mean it is all 
acting. You just pretend and follow the director‘s orders. Close your 
eyes and think of other things. 
(De 1992: 53) 
Such things are inconceivable in the traditional Indian culture. 
However Amma too could not resist the call of her tradition when her 
husband falls ill and she like a traditional wife begins to take care of him 
in her own home; ―prayed night and day for his recovery‖(De 1992:179). 
Amma‘s lust for money brings her back in the film world while pushing 
her second daughter into it this time. But when Aasha Rani comes back to 
Bombay, Amma tells her: 
But what about your marriage? Your daughter? Have you thought about 
it? How will it work if you are here and he is there? Think hundred 
times. Your amma has changed. I have realized my mistakes. Now I‘m 
only thinking of you and your happiness. You know what this industry 
is like. It is vulgur, cheap, cruel— not meant for decent people. And 
certainly not meant for married women! 
For heroes it is different. They can be married five times over and it 
makes no difference. But for you, you have responsibility now. Your 
own daughter. How will you deal with all the filthy men? The drunk? 
The distributors? I know what you have gone through. I know what I 
myself put you through. I‘m ashamed of all that now. 
(De 1992: 260-61) 
Shobha De‘s Snapshots too created a tumult in the literary world 
on its first publication and she ―was unceasingly accused of sensual 
titillation due to her bold sexual imagery and vivid expression of 
premarital, extra-marital, incestuous and lesbian relationships‖ (Myles 
2006:214-215). 
Snapshots is designed around the reunion of six school mates—
Aparna, Surekha, Swati, Reema, Noor and Rashmi— who assemble at 
Reema‘s house at Swati‘s behest. These women while traversing down 
the memory lane recollect their past escapades; affairs with men, 
knowing fully well that at times some of them had affairs with the same 
men. Bijay Kumar Das, while commenting on this, writes: 
This is because these women are in a sense ‗liberated‘ and belong to a 
particular class of Indian society. Having out grown in recent years old 
norms of behavior they are no more prudes in public. The concept of 
morality arising out of love for one and the same person is dated. They 
are given to the enjoyment of life through physical consummation of 
love before and after marriage and even outside marriage. The idea of 
marriage and constancy in love has undergone a sea change in modern 
society. Indian readers must not seek the prototypes of Sita or Draupadi 
in the contemporary society. 
(Das 2007: 98) 
These women like Shobha De‘s other characters find themselves at 
the crossroads of traditional values and modern present influenced by 
Western ideas of personal liberty and female autonomy. As a result their 
identities are fractured amid two ideological poles. Even while they adapt 
themselves to the modern ideas they are suddenly jolted into an 
awareness of being unconsciously rooted in patriarchal conventions of 
behavior which generates a tortuous conflict in their lives keeping them 
away from realizing the full potential of autonomous selfhood. 
Aparna, the owner of an ad agency, marries Rohit because they had 
much in common, even their zodiac signs. During their courtship period, 
Rohit gave her the impression of a ‗New Man‘ who would neither hamper 
her freedom nor the development of her talents but soon after the 
marriage Ravi limits her freedom leaving her as a mere maid within the 
―patriarchal enclosure‖ (Pratt 1981:37) of marriage. Aparna while 
taunting her husband remarks: 
I thought you were the New Man. I expected you to care and share. But 
you are like any other husband. The same old double standards. The 
same hypocrisies. 
(De 1995:31) 
Thus after marriage this independent woman bows to the traditions 
of patriarchal family life. Unlike the modern woman, she does not adapt 
an inimical attitude towards the culture but adjusts and accommodates. 
Hence adopts a subaltern and subservient attitude. She was often told that 
―wives…were better off being somewhat indifferent. Husbands preferred 
that to an obsessive interest in their lives. Curiosity. Questions. Learn to 
overlook details…. Don‘t pry. Block out. Ignore‖ (De 1995: 26). She 
trained herself to keep quiet ―Practiced ‗neutral‘ expressions in the 
mirror, made a conscious effort to appear calm and cheerful when Rohit 
rolled in. No nagging. No explanations. No strain‖ (De 1995: 26). 
Aparna like Jaya of Shashi Deshpande‘s That Long Silence 
succumbs and surrenders to Rohit without revolting. She endures 
everything, every masculine oppression silently. She always makes the 
first conciliatory move whenever there is row between the two: 
For a person who didn‘t forgive easily, she forgave everything where 
Rohit was concerned, leading to the establishment of a pattern that 
suited them both. He erred— she forgave. It was taken forgranted that 
all differences were to be settled in just one way— his. And each time 
they fought, it was Aparna who was feeling rotten and guilty as though 
the whole thing was somewhat her fault; that it was her intensity that 
came in the way and spoilt everything; that it was she who expected too 
much; that men weren‘t supposed to be a hundred per cent honest, or 
sincere; that it was unrealistic of her to hope for that with Rohit.  
(De 1995: 25-6) 
Throwing some light on Aparna-Rohit relationship, Anita Myles 
points out that Shobha De reflects Indian society where ―the woman is 
expected to obey the commands, whims and fancies highlighting at the 
same time the forbearance of Indian woman especially through Aparna, 
who willfully accepts, the blame and partially insinuates the hectic life of 
Bombay for these miseries‖ (Myles 2006: 216). 
Aparna though, a ‗new woman‘ behaves like a traditional woman 
because since her childhood she has been made to internalize the values 
created by the society only to suppress and subjugate the women. Aparna 
while introspecting, realized that it was the ―conditioning and 
brainwashing‖ (De 1995: 34) of all these years by her mother that she 
behaved in such a manner. She would tell her: 
Remember, a woman in our society is nothing without a husband. Study 
as much as you wish. Win prizes. Get a good job. But don‘t let all these 
things affect you, give you a big head. You may be the prime minister of 
India tomorrow, but when you come home, you automatically become 
your husband‘s wife. If you forget that, you are finished. Your marriage 
is finished.  
(De 1995: 34) 
Despite her efforts Aparna could not save her marriage. Without 
any ―warnings‖, ―signs‖ or ―hints‖ Rohit walked out of the marriage 
leaving her sink into the vortex of depression. But this move of Rohit 
paradoxically provides her an opportunity to focus on her career. 
Emerging from depression, she starts to live life on her own terms. 
Shunning her traditional values, she revolts against the patriarchal culture 
in both her social and professional sphere and uses her ‗sexual potential‘ 
to enjoy life. She started an affair with her colleague Prem with whom 
she was ―definitely not in love‖ (De 1995:4). However, Aparna again 
fails in her revolt against the male dominated society because she is again 
at the mercy of men like Prem who uses women. Urbashi Barat 
comments:  
By beginning with a statement about what Aparna thinks are her sexual 
partners likes, it makes clear that it is not she but the man who is in 
control of the situation. Aparna may be the successful career woman, but 
she is always at the mercy of the predatory male who wishes to use 
women. It is Prem who always takes the initiative and the upper hand in 
their sexual relationship, although he may be her employee.  
(Barat 2000:246) 
Reema, another women from the group of six friends while 
unburdening her heart at the reunion reveals how her husband Ravi, a 
wealthy man who provided her all the material luxury, but kept her 
emotionally dwarfed. Reema was attracted towards Ravi‘s brother, 
Randhir but she could not tell it to her parents, because as she later tells 
Swati that ―in our community these things don‘t happen. We marry the 
person we are told to marry (De 1995: 152). Ravi is so engrossed in his 
work that he doesn‘t have time for his wife. While talking about her love-
less life she says: 
We‘ve hardly anything as such to talk about. This way I have the whole 
day free for myself. I go to the Priyadarshani Park every evening for a 
long walk. Then I come home and chat on phone. We plan our kitty 
lunches, shopping trips for the next day. What to make for dinner. 
Holiday plans. It‘s much better this way. He‘s so tired at night, he 
finishes his dinner in ten minutes and goes to sleep. On days when I 
want to watch a movie or read, I sleep in the guest room. 
(De 1995: 228-29) 
Reema, despite an outward submission, carries out a secret revolt 
against the traditional set-up by beginning to have an illicit relationship 
with none other than her brother-in-law (husband‘s younger brother), 
Randhir and suffers from no guilty feelings. The ―patriarchal enclosure‖ 
of marriage fails to entrap her. This becomes a covert combat between the 
traditional and the modern. Annis Pratt comments in her seminal work 
The Archetypal Patterns in Women’s Fiction: 
Sexlessness, which Germaine Greer calls ―eunuchry,‖ assures propertied 
men of their biological hiers. Thus, any woman who initiates courtship, 
or any wife who unconventionally enjoys her sexuality, becomes a threat 
to the inheritance system; she is ―ruined‖ economically, ―fallen in the 
scale of social values, and ―abnormal‖ in the sense of acting in an 
antinormative manner.  
(Pratt 1981:42) 
However Reema‘s subterranean revolt proves futile because at the 
end in her treatment of her own daughter she reflects her internalization 
of traditional values. Despite knowing that her daughter Shonali has a boy 
friend, yet she forces her daughter to go for an arranged marriage. 
Surekha, another friend in the circle apparently leads a 
―comfortable marital life‖ because she has been toeing the line of 
tradition, ―serving with diligence and sincerity both husband and mother-
in-law‖ (Myles 2006: 216). Like a typical tradition-bound Indian 
housewife she replies thus to Swati‘s question whether she is happy: 
―May be I am. Yes, I am. I‘m married. I live in a comfortable house. I 
have a well behaved daughter. A prosperous husband. What more do I 
need?‖ (De 1995: 119). 
Surekha basically doesn‘t have enough courage to go against the 
norms and standards set by Indian society. However, she too leads a 
subterranean revolt against the society by leading a lesbian relationship 
with her friend Dolly: 
Surekha too couldn‘t imagine life without Dolly. Their lives had become 
inextricably intertwined. Dolly and Surekha were like a well-adjusted, 
happily married couple. 
(De 1995: 219-20) 
But the hold of tradition is so strong that she is not ready to 
acknowledge it. When Noor talks about it, ―Surekha‘s face looked puffy 
as she fidgeted with her hair‖ and says, ―They are blaming me for 
nothing. Dolly didn‘t like any of those men – that‘s not my fault‖ (De 
1995: 212). 
Noor like her other friends also gets caught in this mesh and 
eventually suffers by paying a price of her own life. From the very 
childhood, Noor finds the indifferent attitude of her parents, both busy in 
their own cocoons. Noor revolts against the authority by having an 
incestuous relationship with her brother Nawaz without any sense of 
shame and guilt. But it took Noor a long time to realize ―that her 
relationship with her brother was unusual and considered abnormal‖ (De 
1995:167) and when she realizes she takes recourse to religion and finally 
takes her own life, for she was not strong enough to bear the weight of 
this realization. While narrating the incident, the novelist says: 
Noor‘s body was sprawled on the floor at an awkward angle, her limbs 
contorted, face down. She resembled a marionette whose strings had 
been cut mid-performance. 
(De 1992: 310) 
Rashmi, another friend from the group is an actress who like 
Kamala Markandaya‘s Lalitha of Two Virgins (1974) is governed by 
materialistic considerations and is ready to lead a luxurious life through 
sexual parlance. Violating the norms of traditional Indian society, she 
rejects the idea of marriage and lives as an unwed mother with her 
bastard son, Pips. There cannot be a greater curse than the motherhood 
without marriage for an Indian woman. She suffers pangs for uprooting 
herself from the traditional patterns of Indian society when her child Pip 
is condemned to a life of outcast and isolation for a crime he hadn‘t 
committed: 
[Pip] would whine like an abused puppy and sulk for days. ‗Why can‘t 
[he] go to Ashish‘s party? Why didn‘t [he] get a card? Or sweets? Or a 
return gift? His mother had no answers to give as she seethed within at 
the injustices of it all. 
(De 1995:66) 
After her endless succession of relationships which gives her 
neither satisfaction, nor security, she craves for a man, a husband who 
can take care of her and family to live a secure life. While thinking about 
Max she says: 
May be he‘d have rescued the two of them from the life they were stuck 
in and taken them to Stuttgart with him. She‘d have adjusted. And 
worked hard. Learned German. Got herself a driving licence. Kept 
house. 
(De 1995: 48) 
Swati, the last one among all her friends achieves self-fulfillment 
and masters her circumstances after passing through harrowing 
experiences. Like her other friends, Swati is caught in the web but she 
opts out before it destroys her completely. Swati was caught in the 
traditional mesh when she got married and her brutal husband terrorized 
and tortured her. She was reduced to a mere commodity or what she says 
―a captive animal – part of his zoo‖ (De 1995: 277). While narrating her 
experience she says: 
 
I was expected to look a Maharani and behave like one whenever he was 
in town and in the mood to show me off. My career fell to pieces and I 
was virtually isolated from my friends, my life in England 
(De 1995: 276-77) 
Swati eventually liberates herself from the constrictive enclosure 
and leads an independent life. She comes back to India to write, direct 
and produce a ―bold and meaty serial on the ‗exciting world of the 
Nineties Indian Urban Women‖ (De 1995: 160) for which she needs 
authentic voices and that is what brings her in the midst of her old 
friends. While making an illuminating comment on Swati‘s character, 
Naresh K Vats writes: 
Swati actualize herself by going all out to promote her career instead of 
accepting security in the arms of a powerful male. It is proved by her 
escapade from Juan Mendonca‘s luxuries for an independent career. 
This liberation of a woman from the tyranny of traditional morality, 
which is the greatest impediment to her happiness, brings her the 
moments of self-actualization.  
(Vats 2010:146) 
In conclusion, one can say that the female characters of Shobha 
De‘s novels are caught in the binary fix of tradition and modernity. And 
in their struggle to come out of this dilemma or to strike a balance 
between the two opposite pulls they end up by succumbing to the same 
codes against which they had risen. While portraying this dilemma of the 
feminine world, Shobha De, gives ample space to the female protagonists 
who out rightly refute and reject such authoritative codes that try to 
subjugate and appropriate them to cultural constructs. In Starry Nights 
and Snapshots women are ―trapped by a patriarchal society and [their] 
own social conditioning into a situation from which there is no escape 
except through … defiance of societal expectations‖ (Barat 2000: 246). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
Indian Novel in English today has definitely carved a prominent place for 
itself in the literary world. It has silenced those voices that rebuked and 
debunked it in the early years of its infancy. In the evolution of this genre 
in India the role of women novelists cannot be ignored. They enriched the 
novel form both qualitatively and quantitatively. All the women novelists 
through their oeuvre of fiction reflect their experiences, struggles and 
myriad conflicts. The Indian women, on the one hand, are forced by their 
tradition to curb their freedom, suppress their desires and needs and 
sublimate their selves in the martyrdom of self-denial and self-effacement 
and, on the other hand, have strong urge to raise their voice against 
oppression and subordination. This generates agonizing conflicts in their 
interior landscape. 
The fictional world of Shobha De serves as an authentic mirror to 
the contemporary socio-cultural milieu. Her novels have evoked a 
tumultuous critical debate for vulgarizing the printed word (quoted in 
Khan 1995: 15). Shobha De‘s response to the accusation in her actual 
autobiography Selective Memory: Stories from my Life makes it clear that 
she writes what she sees. She reflects the condition of upper class women 
in her society without sermonizing or making a feminist case. In all her 
works she shows that the modern woman is in a binary fix: tradition and 
modernity. 
In her autobiographical novel Socialite Evenings Shobha De 
reflects the tussle between two ideological poles of tradition and 
modernity through the protagonist Karuna and her friend Anjali. Both 
Anjali and Karuna grow up in traditional families. Both of them opt for a 
liberated life, refusing to accept the myths created and nourished by 
patriarchal society. They swim against the tide of society, smoke, drink 
and indulge in extra-marital relationships. Karuna and Anjali marry 
against the wishes of their parents and this self-assertion gives rise to 
criticism. Anjali flouts the conventions for some time but eventually 
succumbs to the patriarchal conventions. She wants a male by her side 
and therefore, chooses to remarry. However Karuna decides to remain 
single for she has now achieved her cogent selfhood and is no longer 
tempted by the conventional values. 
In novels like Starry Nights and Snapshots Shobha De again takes 
the issue of split selves. In Starry Nights through the character of Amma 
and Aasha Rani, the protagonist the writer reflects the conflict between 
patriarchal traditional culture and modernity. Amma in the beginning 
forces her daughter Aasha Rani to join film world only to take revenge 
against the male- dominated society. However, towards the end, she too 
comes back to the old values and advises Aasha Rani to save her daughter 
from the film world which according to her is the dirty one. Similarly 
Aasha Rani in the beginning flouts all the norms of the society by having 
illicit relationships but towards the end she too returns to the traditional 
fold. 
In Snapshots all the characters experience this oscillation between 
tradition and modernity but it is only Swati who triumphs over tradition. 
Reema, Aparna, Noor, Rashmi and Surekha go against the constructed 
norms of the society but all of them had to pay a heavy price in one way 
or the other. Noor indulges in an incestuous relationship with her brother, 
Nawaz and eventually takes her own life. Rashmi‘s son could not be 
accepted by the society for he is the product of an unwed couple. Rashmi 
in spite of developing a series of relationships, like Anjali of Socialite 
Evenings, craves for a man who can anchor her. Surekha and Reema also 
experience the oscillation between the two poles: Reema is modern 
enough to have an illicit relationship with her brother-in-law but she is 
too traditional to allow her daughter to marry of her own choice. 
Similarly Surekha enjoys lesbian relationship with Dolly but is not bold 
enough to acknowledge it or go against the wishes of her mother-in-law 
and her husband. 
Thus it is quite clear that Shobha De like other Indian women 
writers through the gallery of women characters reflects the modern 
transitional Indian reality. She portrays the urban elite women as they are 
rather than as they should be. She probes deep in the hearts of her 
characters and brings to light the anguish and agony they suffer as a result 
of being pulled in the opposite directions of tradition and modernity. 
It is one thing to propagate modern feminist values and ideas at the 
abstract intellectual level and quite another to examine their working in 
the actual life of women in a society that is deeply rooted in traditional 
patriarchal values and norms but is marching towards modernity which 
dislodges those values. There is apparently no oppressive presence of 
authorial perspective in these novels which could have made these into 
propaganda pieces of feminist ideology, but an honest portrayal of life as 
lived by modern urban women who are split and fragmented selves 
caught in the dilemma of transition of Indian society from traditional to 
modern. 
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